
CREATIVE QUALITATIVE INQUIRY: INNOVATIVE GRADUATE LEVEL 
PEDAGOGIES SHAPED BY EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGIES

INTRODUCTION

This article describes and analyzes the experiences of two 

tenured university professors at two different US universities 

located in the Midwest as they collaborate to design and 

carry‐out innovative pedagogies related to teaching 

doctoral‐level qualitative research methods courses. One 

of the primary elements of the innovations under 

examination is the form and function of educational 

technologies (ETs). ETs are understood to be tools for data 

collection, data analysis and data display, as well as 

conceptual conduits for understanding socially 

constructed knowledge. The authors argue that ETs have 

epistemological histories (and futures) and innovative 

pedagogies for graduate education ought to include 

robust experimentation with multi‐genre/multi‐modal texts 

(Bakhtin, 1981; Bochner and Ellis, 2002; Janesick, 2010; 

Willis, 2008) that use Ets.

Blogs that include audio and visual data representations, 

social media tools for communication and collaboration, 

such as Facebook and Twitter, eBlogger and 

Surveymonkey as well iPad and iPhone technologies are all 

ripe for experimentation as they relate to creative 
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qualitative inquiry (CQI) and the creation of new innovative 

pedagogies.

As Jurgensen and Ray (2011) point out, we have always 

been 'cyborgs'; or people who live in tandem with 

technology, yet finding ways to harness the opportunities for 

more creative inquiry are in a state of continual 

experimentation. Faculty members in higher education 

have a unique opportunity to experiment with these 

technologies (Ormiston, 2011; Hewitt, A., S. Spencer, D. 

Mirliss, and Twal, R., 2009) and, in our case, to engage 

students in learning new ways to incorporate ETs into 

qualitative research designs, data collection, data analysis 

and data display. We must acknowledge, however, that 

the use of technology has sometimes been met with 

skepticism by some qualitative researchers, including us at 

times. In most cases, it has been a healthy skepticism in the 

qualitative research community. Software programs have 

evolved over time as tools to try to address time and task 

demands related to data collection and analysis, such as 

NVivo

or Ethnograph

 Each have been publicized as 

 (http://www.qsrinternational. com/ products_ nvivo. 

aspx)  (http://qualisresearch.com/) or AtlasTI 

(http://www.atlasti.com/).
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ways to improve upon the old 'cut 'n' paste' method of 

thematic data analysis. However, more importantly, they 

have also promised to quantify qualitative research or to 

make it more rigorous and scientific. Many found this last 

point was unappealing and argued that it ran counter to 

the qualitative research paradigm that is not interested in 

the quantification of data, and balked at the pedestrian 

understanding of rigor and a singular scientific method.  

Qualitative researchers, who work primarily with word data 

and different forms of visual data (such as still photos, 

videos, and material artifacts) are interested in creating 

narratives that place the experiences and voices of their 

participants at the center of an artfully crafted research 

report. This arrangement of the data has some 

epistemological understandings attached, namely that 

knowledge is socially constructed and malleable, not static 

and absolute. Qualitative researchers are not necessarily 

interested in how many times (quantifying) a word or phrase 

is used by a single participant or by many participants, but 

rather they are interested in the context within which words 

or phrases are used and the overall meaning the 

participant(s) give to the word or phrase. Qualitative 

researchers have, at times, been leery of technology when 

it has been used to mute or erase individual voices by 

lumping them together into a countable pattern which 

they believe strips the data of the contextualized meaning. 

However, this understanding of technology and its place in 

qualitative research is limited. With the advent, and 

continual evolution, of ETs, the authors as qualitative 

researchers have many more opportunities than limitations 

when considering their usefulness. The authors incorporate 

these understandings within the graduate qualitative 

research methods courses they teach and provide 

examples and opportunities for students to experiment with 

ETs as they encourage these novice researchers to 

embrace ETs as ways to advance research creativity. Here 

the researchers provide examples of ETs they have used in 

qualitative research and provide some ways that faculty 

who are qualitative researchers or teaching qualitative 

research may do the same. The inclusion of ETs is an 

example of creative qualitative inquiry that leads to 

building innovative pedagogies for graduate education 

(Cowan, 1998).

The uses of blogs for qualitative research 

In qualitative research, blogs are versatile tools that can be 

used in a variety of ways (Glogoff, 2005). They represent a 

form of educational technology that helps to create a 

robust communication environment. Technological tools 

such as e-blogger

Blogs can be used as a place for faculty to 

post assignments for their students and to weave in a whole 

host of multi-genre materials to act as well-placed prompts 

for the students to respond to. This allows for graduate 

student learning environment that is both highly responsive 

to the overall course design (pre-set goals and objectives 

of the course) and the more immediate learning needs of 

the students as they encounter the course design. The 

faculty can populate the blog with timely information, 

advice, and materials etc., to help extend and sharpen the 

students' thinking and skill development. This graduate level 

pedagogy, which is highly responsive to evolving learning 

needs, requires continual self-assessment and 

simultaneously assessment of one's peers. This allows for a 

more visible tracking of the evolution of one's learning in the 

context of the other learners sharing the learning 

environment. ETs help to establish an engaged learning 

environment whereby peer scrutiny and an element of 

public accountability puts such assignments in the realm of 

authentic tasks or assessments. Authentic assessment 

(Wiggins, 1990) including versions that use multimedia via 

ETs (Herrington and Herrington, 1998), situate the faculty not 

exclusively as evaluators of student work but rather as co-

navigators of a shared learning adventure. When 

employing innovative pedagogical strategies that include 

authentic assessment we partner with graduate students to 

jointly create new knowledge, as well as to provide 

formative assessment and summative evaluation of their 

work. ETs allow for a more dynamic and meaningful set of 

exchanges when designing and using authentic 

assessment principles.

 (http://www.blogger.com) have made it 

easy for faculty to create blogs where students can post 

their thoughts and track their own learning and the learning 

of their peers. For example, please visit our Qualitative 

Research Conversations blog at (http://qrconversations. 

blogspot.com/). 
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The use of blogs for data gathering and analysis 

Blogs are often used as digital diaries or personal diaries by 

research study participants and are often considered part 

of the public domain. Blogs by participants may be used as 

a tool for data gathering that highlights the various 

positionalities of participants. In using blogs as data, there is 

the potential to conduct a meta-analysis in order to 

examine not only the content of the blog but also the multi-

vocal context within which the blog content is being 

constructed. This examination allows us to look at what the 

blog reveals about the participants' construction of 'self'. 

Questions such as what they choose to make public, the 

avatars they use in online blogging and to what extent their 

online persona blur with their offline lives are all points that 

make data complex and rich. Interrogating and locating 

the self in the context of this electronically-generated data 

offers qualitative researchers a rich (electronic) field ripe for 

investigation. Blogs offer several ways to both complicate 

the notion of self as well as explicate it. Students can also 

use blogs to compare notes about the process of 

qualitative research. They can discuss where they locate 

themselves and reflect on their own prior assumptions with 

regard to research contexts and participants. Additionally, 

Blogs provide the platform for the use of other ETs relevant 

for CQI as well. Participatory visual methods are a case in 

point. 

The use of participatory visual methods 

Perhaps one of the most important philosophical 

deve lopments  that  have accompanied the 

advancement of certain ETs is the appearance of the 

prosumer (Jurgensen & Ray, 2011); consumers who also 

produce what they consume.  ETs have modified the way 

data can be gathered in qualitative research. Qualitative 

research traditionally relies on two major methods of data 

collection: observations and interviews. With the advent of 

e-technologies, we can add a vast number of ways to 

gather qualitative data for research, including a whole 

array of visual and auditory data. Participatory visual 

methods (PVMs), such as photovoice (Wang and Burris, 

1997), picturevoice (Lorenz and Kolb, 2009), photo novella 

(Wang and Burris, 1994), paintvoice (Yonas M, Jones N, Eng 

E, Vines A, Aronson RE, Griffith DM, White B, DuBose M., 2006) 

and comicvoice (Baird, 2010), are relatively new 

qualitative research data collection methods.  These PVMs 

each require a form of ET that situates the qualitative 

researcher and their participants in a dialogic relationship. 

Photovoice, for example, is a tool by which qualitative 

researchers can facilitate the data gathering process to 

reflect the voices of participants in an authentic way. 

Participants are usually given a camera and asked to 

record moments, spaces or pictures that are important to 

them within a given context. These PVMs can easily be used 

as pedagogic tools when teaching a graduate course in 

qualitative research methods. There are increasingly more 

examples of qualitative studies effectively using PVMs 

(Bochner and Ellis, 2002). Creative qualitative inquiry is 

advanced by ETs that help students experiment with 

arranging, rearranging, and deriving meaning from the 

various ways to represent data.

The pedagogic uses of social media, iPad/iPhone 

technologies and Surveymonkey

Social media tools, such as Facebook and Twitter, can be 

used to teach reflection (Helvie-Mason, 2011a;), hold 

virtual office hours where teaching/advising can be 

extended (Helvie-Mason, 2011b, Edwards J. & Helvie-

Mason, 2010). encourage reflexivity among qualitative 

researchers (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2009), as well as 

generate effective communication and collaboration 

strategies among graduate students learning about CQI 

and their faculty mentors. Free web-based, ten-item survey 

tools, such as Surveymonkey

can help with word data collection and analysis 

through open-ended questions and/or prompts to 

generate a transcript. Additionally, the creation and use of 

concept maps (Novak and Canas, 2006) using ETs can 

greatly enhance qualitative data analysis. And most 

recently, new experimentation is now underway for 

innovative pedagogies using the ETs embedded in iPhones 

and iPads (Beddall-Hill, N., Jabbar, and Al Shehri, 2011; 

Duke Global Health Institute, 2011a; 2011b; Beetham and 

Sharpe, 2007). 

Virtual realties technologies and multiuser virtual 

environments 

Virtual reality technologies (VRTs) and multiuser virtual 

 (http://www.surveymonkey. 

com), 

ARTICLES

23li-manager’s Journal of Educational Technology  Vol.  No. 3 2011l,  8   October - December 



environments (MUVEs) offer additional opportunities to 

experiment with constructions of identity, often at the heart 

of arranging qualitative data into a narrative presentation.  

These ETs offer the possibility of reinventing oneself (Turkle, 

1995) and for experimenting with the multi-vocal nature of 

human experiences. For example, students may choose to 

create an avatar or an 'other' self online and experiment 

with the 'virtual' self and reality. The difficulty with this idea is 

that the virtual self and virtual reality are considered 

separate from the real self and the real world; a point 

rejected by scholars such as Wittel (2000;2001) who 

argued that virtual spaces are not separate and isolated, 

they are mediated communities while others examine VRTs 

and MUVEs, such as Second Life (2L), for the potential they 

hold for helping develop and mediate creative tensions 

(Evans, Mulvihill & Brooks, 2008). These mediums can be 

creative platforms for multi-genre experimentation for CQI 

including new ways to display performance ethnographies 

(Denzin, 2003; McBride, 2008).

Multi-genre texts and Creative Qualitative Inquiry

The creation and use of multi‐genre texts (Barthes, 1981) is 

the culminating example of how faculty can use different 

forms of innovative e‐pedagogies that have implications 

for teaching qualitative research methods courses to 

graduate students. Multimodal ethnography (Dicks, 

Soyinka, and Coffey, 2006) will increasingly require 

qualitative researcher to create more sophisticated 

multimodal and multi-genre texts in order to more 

effectively capture and display qualitative data. (Dicks, et. 

al. 2006). Multimodal texts offer qualitative researchers a 

framework to seamlessly arrange visual, auditory, and 

aesthetic data/artifacts on a single palette that allow for the 

data to interact and create new levels of meaning. 

(Hurdley and Dicks, 2011; Hurdley, 2007; Iedema, 2003).  

And as the methodologies surrounding the use of ETs with 

multimodal ethnography (Dicks, et. al. 2006) continue to 

grow, so will our need to develop more sophisticated 

graduate level pedagogies to ready our students, as 

novice qualitative researchers, to make the best uses of 

educational technologies. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, the authors hope that this overview of how 

educational technologies are positively impacting the 

range of innovative pedagogies faculty can use for 

graduate level education will encourage more 

experimentation by both faculty and graduate students. As 

Davidson and di Gregorio remind us, we will have a 

continual need for an ongoing dialogue about the role 

educational technologies will play in shaping qualitative 

research methods, (Davidson and di Gregorio, 2011). As 

the authors continue the process of learning about the 

intersections between educational technologies and 

creative qualitative inquiry it is the authors hope that the 

fullest range of mediums may be used when creating, 

distributing and using new knowledge in order to bring 

greater benefit to all.
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